Intra-strain clonal phenotypic variation of Tritrichomonas foetus is related to the cytotoxicity exerted by the parasite to cultured cells.
As observed in most of the investigated trichomonads, a strain of Tritrichomonas foetus includes different parasite subpopulations. Such population diversity might account for important properties such as the ability of the parasite to destroy host cells. The aim of this study was to characterize the cytotoxicity exerted by subpopulations (named as K1, K2, K3, K4 and K5) of an isolate of T. foetus on epithelial cultured cells. The five populations studied here destroyed epithelial monolayers at different rates (from 25% to 55%), even though the cytoadhesion level and whole-cell protease activity were closely related among them. We were also able to detect differences in contact-dependent and contact-independent cytotoxicity mechanisms among the five populations. An extracellular parasite protease had varying activity among the parasite populations. The intensity of contact-independent cytotoxicity was strictly related to the degree of enzyme activation, suggesting that such a protease might be involved in the cytotoxicity mediated by T. foetus.